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Introduction: Global Mobility and its Contradictions
Many discussions of the intersections between globalization and contemporary art
begin their chronology around the year 1989: the fall of the Berlin Wall and collapse of the
Eastern Bloc, end of the Cold War, uprisings on the Tiananmen Square, the resignation of
South African Prime Minister P.W. Botha amidst rising tides of apartheid—a sense of an
emerging new world order and the disruption of a stable Western hegemony. In the art
world, these events coincided with Jean Hubert Martin’s exhibition Magiciens de la Terre,
the first ambitious yet flawed attempt at creating an exhibition of contemporary art with a
global outlook. In the context of the United States, 1989 was notably also the year George
H. W. Bush embarked on a presidency centered on foreign policy and military operations.
Twelve years later, his son George W. Bush launched the American War on Terror
following the events of 9/11, which had lasting reverberations on issues of immigration,
international human rights, and political anxieties on both individual and national fronts.
Concurrently in 2001, Okwui Enwezor’s Documenta11, spanning five platforms and four
continents, placed art, politics, and globalism into question through a constellation of
traveling exhibitions. While Magiciens grouped artists into established paradigms of center
and periphery, Documenta11’s use of multi-sitedness opens up the discourse on space in
contemporary exhibition practice. The global art world has thus been fundamentally
intertwined with the reshaping of world orders since 1989, while also attempting to reenvision international relations through artmaking and exhibitions. The two decades of
foreign policy, transnational movement, and globalization visibly informed ideological and
curatorial conceptions of space, witnessed across political and cultural institutions alike.
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A subsequent generation of artists, coming to maturity under these geopolitical and
art world trends from the late ’80s to the turn of the century,1 therefore began exploring the
theme of transnational movement to express the tensions and tribulations of an emerging
globalism.2 Their nascent careers and fame coincided with the global “biennial boom”3
beginning in the 1990s, which saw curators and creatives from the peripheries asserting
their place in the predominantly Eurocentric contemporary art scene. Consequently, artists
of non-Western backgrounds have been dialoguing with, immigrating to, and exhibiting in
many so-called “centers” of artistic and cultural production. At the same time, however,
their presence and participation in systems of the art market are shaped by influences of the
global capitalist economy,4 in addition to exposing long-standing issues of exoticization
and Eurocentric curatorial practices5 historically embedded within the making, viewing,
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In the context of this essay, I will discuss three artists who were born in the late 1950s and have been active
in the international art sphere since the late ’80s. Yanagi Yukinori moved to the U.S. to pursue his MFA at
Yale in 1988, and started gaining international recognition then. Alfredo Jaar, similarly, relocated to the U.S.
in 1982 after fleeing the dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet in Chile. Doris Salcedo traveled frequently to the
States in the 1980s, completing her MA from NYU in 1984. She has been exhibiting internationally since the
early 1990s.
2
I recognize that “the global turn” in contemporary art discourse is a loaded term. Here, I’m drawing on its
definition as a series of groundbreaking exhibitions and global events that took place in and around 1989.
Hans Belting writes that “in the art context, the global turn is best documented in controversial but influential
exhibitions whose significance to make history or make history on their own only became apparent in the
years that followed. In the wake of these events, curators as their agents paved the way for an era in which art
is now no longer practiced in terms of the Western mainstream alone.” “Global art” is also a conscious shift
away from the previously used term “world art.” See Belting in The Global Contemporary and the Rise of
New Art Worlds, eds. Hans Belting, Andrea Buddensieg and Peter Weibel, (ZKM, Germany, MIT Press,
Cambridge: 2013) 60. See also Belting 58-59 for a timeline of major events in 1989.
3
Sabine B. Vogel writes that the biennial boom is seen through the increasing numbers of art centers,
museums, dealers, auction houses, as well as the number of art journals, reviews and market players; she also
links the emergence of new media “whose use could be easily learned, the exhibition of installations created
on-site, and the sensitization for minorities” to an increasing political consciousness in art since the 1990s.
See Vogel, “Biennials of the 1990’s.” In: Biennials — Art on a Global Scale. (Edition Angewandte. Springer,
Vienna, 2010)
4
“The global economy has affected the entertainment and culture markets. International art fairs and biennial
and triennial international contemporary art survey exhibitions have proliferated and are held in numerous
cities on every continent (at least eighty-five locations by 2005), to the point at which they are nearly
impossible to keep up with.” Jean Robertson and Craig McDaniel, “The Art World Expands,” Themes of
contemporary art: Visual art after 1980, 24-25
5
The issue of exoticization and orientalization has been discussed at length. David Joselit explains that a
crucial step under conditions of globalization is to redress the inequity between “the curating cultures and
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and evaluating of art itself. Both the artists and their works are thus self-consciously aware
of their shifting position within the drastically redefined geopolitical and artistic landscape.
Specifically, installation art as a largely ephemeral, site-specific, and mobile form lends
itself to artists’ preoccupation with movement and mobility—what it means to move under
constraints of contested boundaries, how artists and artworks migrate within nexus of
capital and power, as well as how the individual and collective experiences of art differ
based on geography and spectatorship. Their works boldly call attention to the histories of
power and the stakes of space, thus challenging how we understand the global art world.
In this essay, I will argue that the installation works of Yanagi Yukinori,6 Doris
Salcedo,7 and Alfredo Jaar8 use the affordances of the global art system to expose the
the curated cultures.” (Gerardo Mosquera quoted in Joselit). Additionally, Joselit outlines the economic and
political factors behind global art; “the rise of new museums world-wide during the period of globalization is
consequently double-edged: these institutions may work toward decolonization, while simultaneously
embodying neoliberal forms of competition among localities in attracting skilled labor and capital investment
by building an appealing cultural profile.” See Joselit, “Introduction” in Heritage and Debt: Art in
Globalization (MIT Press, 2020), xxiii
6
Originally born in Fukuoka on the northern shore of Japan, Yanagi moved to the U.S. in 1988 and
established studios in New York and Inujima, Japan. His work concerns the issue of modern japan history,
nationalism and transnational powers, as well as the country’s own colonial legacy and relationships to the
U.S. Notably, as Fukuoka was heavily bombed during WWII, he also comments on issues of technology,
ambition and human advancement. He was featured in the 45th Venice Biennale in 1933 and was the first
Japanese artist to be awarded the Aperto Award; he was also exhibited at the Whitney Biennial (2000), PS1
Museum (1993), MoMA (2000), Kwanju Biennial (2000), Liverpool Biennial (2012), among others. His
major retrospective was hosted by the Yokohama’s BankART1929 in 2016, with an accompanying catalogue
surveying his three-decade long career. Yanagi’s work has also been studied in publications dedicated to
contemporary Japanese art, such as Islands: Contemporary installations from Australia, Asia, Europe and
America (1996), Dark Mirrors of Japan (2000), We can make another future: Japanese art after 1989
(Reuben Keehan, 2014), and Parergon: Japanese art of the 1980s and 1990s (2020).
7
Salcedo, born in Colombia, has been internationally recognized for her sculptures that utilize mundane
objects to convey pain, victimhood and mourning as well as her large-scale public installations such as
Noviembre 6 y 7 (2002) at the Bogotá’s Palace of Justice and her installation of 1,550 wooden chairs at the
Istanbul Biennial (2003). Salcedo has been exhibited at the Tate Gallery, London (1999), São Paolo Biennial
(1998); Liverpool Biennial (1999); Documenta, Kassel, Germany (2002); Turin Triennial (2005); P.S. 1
(2008) among others. Her work has been extensively studied in catalogues and publications, such as Doris
Salcedo (Phaidon, 2000), Doris Salcedo: Shibboleth (Tate, 2007); Of what one cannot speak: Doris Salcedo's
political art (2010), Doris Salcedo (MCA Chicago, 2015), Doris Salcedo: the Materiality of mourning
(Harvard Art Museum, 2016), The Unmaking of Home in Contemporary Art (2017).
8
Born in Chile, Jaar has been labeled as “art provocateur.” His early experience living under the dictatorship
of Augustine Pinochet and his interests in global issues have made him an outspoken critique against war,
humanitarian crisis, political conflict, power and exploitation. His best-known work was a sequence of
projections in Time Square titled This is Not America (A Logo for America) (1987). Jaar has organized many
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limitations of global mobility, which constitutes larger injustices and inequalities faced by
social, political, and racial minorities. I will use three works, Yanagi’s Icarus Container
(2018), Salcedo’s Shibboleth (2007), and Jaar’s The Garden of Good and Evil (2017), as
case studies that critique historical and contemporary restrictions on freedom. Icarus
Container, a monumental labyrinth composed of eleven shipping containers, was created
by Yanagi for the Biennale of Sydney; the work’s interiors are filled with video and sound
projections, as well as floor-length mirrors that constantly distort the experience of space.
Salcedo’s Shibboleth was commissioned for the Tate’s Unilever Series in London, in
which the artist split open the Turbine Hall with a 548 feet-long fracture in the ground.
First exhibited outside the Yorkshire Sculpture Park’s gallery, The Garden of Good and
Evil consists of nine metallic cages measuring one by one meter alongside 101 evergreens;
following the exhibition’s closing in 2018, the cells were then re-installed permanently into
the Park’s extensive landscape. While the three works were exhibited at major venues and
are relatively well-known, most writing on them has taken place in exhibition reviews or
catalogues. As a result, the existing scholarship on them has taken a largely monographic
approach, locating them within the context of each artist’s individual career, or as in the
case of Yanagi, often linking the work to a national tradition. However, by grouping these
works together, a particular understanding emerges on the inherent contradictions of
mobility, tied to the power dynamics of contemporary geopolitics and art market systems.

large-scale public interventions and has been shown at Biennales of Venice (1986, 2007, 2009, 2013), Sao
Paulo (1987, 1989, 2010, 2020) as well as at Documenta in Kassel (1987, 2002). Other major exhibitions
include The New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York (1992); Whitechapel, London (1992); Museum
of Contemporary Art, Chicago (1995) and The Museum of Contemporary Art, Rome (2005), Musée des
Beaux Arts, Lausanne (2007); Rencontres d’Arles (2013); KIASMA, Helsinki (2014). Important catalogues
and monographs include The Lament of Images (MIT, 1999), Alfredo Jaar: The Fire This Time (2005),
Alfredo Jaar: La Politique des Images (2008), Alfredo Jaar: Tonight No Poetry Will Serve (KIASMA, 2015).

5
Indeed, though many contemporary artists have commented on the trauma of
immigration through documentary photos, films, sculptures or texts,9 this case study
focuses on the three installation works as they specifically concern restricted movement
and global issues surrounding mobility. Furthermore, as definitive examples within the
three artists’ larger bodies of work, the installations represent an ongoing preoccupation of
their distinctive artistic practice. At a moment when the free flow of capital and viewers
through global art fairs and markets exists in sharp counterpoint to the patrolled and
constricted movements of migrants and refugees, these installations use the vocabulary of
the former to reveal the fantasy of an open, cosmopolitan “global village.”10 Yanagi,
Salcedo and Jaar’s positions as not only established international artists but also ex-pats or
immigrants with personal histories of displacement thus allow them to use their location in
the global system to comment on the system’s inherent inequalities.
In the following sections, I will approach the issue of mobility and the ways in
which Yanagi, Jaar, and Salcedo problematize its assumptions and limitations by utilizing
the specific conditions afforded by their installation medium—namely, installation’s
9

As artists constantly engage with pressing contemporary issues, the topic of migration, globalization and
movement has been so definitive for art in the past two decades that it seems impossible for me to aptly
summarize them all for fear of simplifying and essentializing different experiences. The theme has been
taken up in a variety of ways. Some notable exhibitions that have explored this theme include: Documenta12:
The Migration of Forms, (Kassel, 2007), Here and Elsewhere (New Museum, 2014), All the World’s
Futures: 56th Biennale di Venezia (Venice, 2015), The Border Is Closed (Belgrade Museum of African Art,
2015), Artists in Exile: Expressions of Loss and Hope (Yale University Art Gallery, 2017), Border Cantos
(San Jose Museum of Art, 2017), When Home Won’t Let You Stay: Migration Through Contemporary Art
(ICA Boston, 2019), The Warmth of Other Suns: Stories of Global Displacement (Phillips Collection, 2019).
10
The term was first coined by theorist Marshall McLuhan in 1964 to describe the emergence of an
expanding global society due to “pervasive technological advances that allow for instantaneous sharing of
culture,” see Violet K. Dixon, 2009, “Understanding the Implications of a Global Village.” Inquiries
Journal/Student Pulse 1 (11). McLuhan was most excited about the potentials for diversity and discontinuity
through “maximal disagreement on all points.” However, its meaning has evolved since McLuhan first
coined it, and now exists as a popular term that describes one globalized community linking together
different parts of the world through media, the internet, and economic exchange. At the same time, the term
raises anxieties over the clashing of different cultural values and polarizing disparity in social-economic
realities, as well as concerns over cultural domination by developed countries (specifically that of the United
States).
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conditions of temporality, site-specificity and a system of language and codes. First, I will
use the concept of temporality to investigate the physical, embodied process of moving in a
mediated space, and the ways in which mobility’s inherent contradictions are thus
performed and critiqued by putting the viewer’s bodies in motion. Second, I will argue that
installation art’s mode of commission, creation, and presentation allows the artists to
engage with these works’ given environment and institutional history, establishing a
discourse on the legacy and present state of Euro-American capitalist domination. Lastly, I
will examine how installation conveys meaning to plural publics, and how artists employ
literary, linguistic, and cultural codes to complicate accessibility and democratic
communication, through a conscious making of difference despite viewers moving in the
same physical space. Throughout my analyses of the three main themes, I will also draw
from two overarching concerns, both specific to the medium of installation art and the
issue of contemporary geopolitics. One is the concurrent existence of installation work as
something predicated on individual experience while also emphasizing collective meaning;
the second is the presence of global superpowers and attempts to subvert them, specifically
commenting on the history of Anglo-American expansion and domination.
As I explore these ideas, I therefore call attention to tensions between the
individual and collective forms of mobility that are intrinsic to the medium of installation
art. On one hand, individual artists, visitors, and participants carry out movement in the
installation space in real time. On the other hand, the audiences’ collective participation
forms a larger performance and event, mirroring the systems regulating and controlling
movements on a more extensive scale. Indeed, while an installation exists in an
environment for a finite amount of time, its meaning can transform as it becomes a
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conceptual and documented event, signifying the collective aggregate of all ranges of
movement enacted in a mediated environment. An individual’s understanding of mobility
does not exist in a vacuum, but rather falls under the larger spectrum of systemic forces
that differ for distinct communities and racial-cultural-social entities. While the three
artists do not all say the same things about contemporary mobility, together they sharply
highlight how an individual—their embodied movement, their understanding of space,
their access to meaning—is constantly determined by and set within a fraught constellation
of global power.
Additionally, the second issue that frames my reading of these works are the
geopolitics of space in the Anglo-American world. By exhibiting in Australia, the United
Kingdom, and making explicit references to history of the United States, the three works
also point to the establishment of a global nexus of power through Anglo-American
domination. Notably, histories of the rise of superpowers always involve the transnational
mobility of commerce, trade, industries as well as the movement of colonized, enslaved
and immigrant bodies. The British Empire cemented a global history of imperial expansion
whose sphere of influence is still visible as the Commonwealth today, while the United
States ushered in a new period of neocolonialism by dominating through the capitalist
system as well as cultural, political, and military influences since the Cold War era.
Sydney, for instance, was originally established and governed as a British penal colony;
within its modern history, the city’s financial rise directly benefitted from Australia’s trade
toward North America following World War II.11 The distribution of goods and capital, the
advent of industrialization and modernization, the systems of border control, and even the
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John Douglas Pringle, “History of Sydney,” Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/place/Sydney-NewSouth-Wales/History

8
establishment of the English language as the global “universal” language are thus all
factors to be critiqued as artists unpack issues of transnational movement. Though each
work comments on a specific history, the three case studies very intentionally operate
within the artistic and discursive trajectory of critiquing the Angelo-American
superpowers—the global Pacific North, the so-called “centers” of artistic productions, and
even the notion of the new “Empire” embodied principally by the United States in the age
of globalization.12
This interest in exploring individual and collective relationality, as well as the
desire to problematize global, institutional power, furthermore, characterizes installation
art’s inherent criticality. In the most general sense, installation art is something that is
created for a specific environment and exists with a seasonality, often on display in public
rather than private spaces, and requiring audience engagement.13 As a constantly evolving
art form, installation works do not follow a fixed set of formal or structural rules, but rather
are defined through fluidity, mobility, and exchange.14 Though their forms and contents
may vary, installation works almost always concern the social reality behind their
creations, the issues of which are inherently understood as a given condition. As curator
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The idea of the “Empire” was first proposed by Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, written in 2000 in the
wake of the economic and cultural process of globalization. It describes a larger global network of
entanglement rather than simple colonial exploitation, which curators like Enwezor worked to unpack;
“Hardt and Negri did not simply identify Empire with the United States. Instead, they pointed out the
equivalence of globalized corporations and postmodern factories.” Anthony Gardner and Charles Green,
“Part 3: Hegemony or a New Canon. 2002: Cosmopolitanism” in Biennials, Triennials, and Documenta: The
Exhibitions That Created Contemporary Art. (Chicester: John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated: 2016), 188-189
13
There is no one, singular definition of installation art, so here I am drawing from and broadly summarizing
a wide range of sources. See, “Installation [Environment]” Grove Art Online (2003), Mark Rosenthal,
Understanding Installation Art: From Duchamp to Holzer, (Prestel, London: 2003), Nicolas De Oliveira,
Installation Art in the New Millennium, (Thames & Hudson, 2004), Claire Bishop, Installation Art: A
Critical History (Routledge: 2005). For a debate on the different scholarly attempts at defining installation
art, see Monica McTighe’s 2006 review on the above sources for CAA review 10.3202/caa.reviews.2006.13
14
Nicolas De Oliveira draws on the ideas of art historian Miwon Kwon, who claims installations are
“nomadic, fluid, and sometimes even virtual rather than restricted to a geographical place or institution.” See
“Introduction,” in De Oliveira, Installation Art in the New Millennium, (Thames & Hudson, 2004), 29-30
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Rochelle Steiner writes, “museological critique, world and identity politics, and the
position of the viewer tend to be preconditions rather than battlegrounds.”15 Bringing
together these three works amplifies how the installation format is applied powerfully and
specifically to the issue of mobility—in each embodied individual, through the collective
lens, and in dialogue with larger systems. In the following sections, I will explain how
Yanagi, Salcedo, and Jaar utilize the conditions of installation art and employ complex
aspects of temporal experience, the relationship between work and site, and the issue of
language and accessibility. At the same time, the three works’ titles—Icarus, Shibboleth,
and The Garden16—remind us that they are quintessentially tied to ancient and
contemporary conceptions of movement and journeys, thus anchoring their interpretation
to key ideas around mobility.

Installation Art and Time

Time acts as both an inherent condition and a complex part of the medium of installation
art. Though temporality and movement can be felt through music, architecture, or even
painting, this relationship is most saliently demonstrated in interactive, immersive art
forms. By inviting the viewer into an orchestrated environment, installation art not only
destabilizes spatial orientation, but also interrogates viewers’ understanding of time
15
Steiner quoted in Nicolas De Oliveira, “Introduction,” in De Oliveira, Installation Art in the New
Millennium, (Thames & Hudson, 2004), 15-16
16
The specific references evoked by the three titles will be discussed in later sections, though it is interesting
that the myth of Icarus, the story of Shibboleth, and the Expulsion from Eden are all classical narratives
originating from ancient Mediterranean mythology (both ancient Greek and Judeo-Christian) (I thank Prof.
Gerry for having noted this connection)
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through space. Rather than a continual, linear model of time felt in the present, artists
employ strategies that force viewers to see time as elongated and elasticized, or perhaps
even cyclically experienced. In bringing forth new modes of navigating spatio-temporal
experiences, critical approaches that emphasize how time can be seen as fluid and
“unfixed” help us to understand temporal dimensions in installation art beyond simply a
matter of “ephemerality.”
In particular, Allan Kaprow instructively points to what time is being unfixed from.
Writing about Environments and Happenings, Kaprow suggests that “time, which follows
closely on space considerations, should be variable and discontinuous.”17 Kaprow sees
time as being liberated from the rigid arrangements of a single picture, a poem, or a drama
confined by a fixed frame or numerical measures, in order to fully “[break] the barrier
between art and life.”18 Although contemporary models of installation have since been
expanded from the 1960s’ assemblages of found objects, Kaprow’s original emphasis on
time being “variously weighted, compressed, or drawn out”19 expresses the ways in which
installation manipulates all aspects of the body, space, and environment to complicate the
meaning of time. To further explore this, philosophers Jerrold Levinson and Philip
Alperson’s text “What Is a Temporal Art” suggests that temporality can be understood on
multiple levels.20 In particular, Levinson and Alperson’s proposals of viewing temporal art
as and “objects of the art form are such that their proper appreciation centrally involves
understanding of temporal relations within them” as well as “lack[ing] relatively fixed
17

Allan Kaprow, “Assemblages, Environments and Happenings,” in Art in Theory 1900-1990: An Anthology
of Changing Ideas, 707
18
Kaprow, “Assemblages, Environment and Happenings,” 707
19
Kaprow, 703
20
Jerrold Levinson and Philip Alperson, “What is a Temporal Art?” Midwest Studies in Philosophy, XVI
(1991), 439-450. See also John Powell, “What is Temporal Art? A Persistent Question Revisited,”
Contemporary Aesthetics, September 8, 2015
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identities over time, but are rather mutable and shifting”21 prove significant for installation
experience, being both highly individualized and also complicated collectively over time.
Not only do works exist for both primary and secondary audiences, the realization of
installation’s inherent temporal complexities and mutable potentials add further potency to
the works’ message.
Claire Bishop similarly elaborates on this dynamic by highlighting the active
regeneration of meaning beyond a work’s timed existence:
In the more interesting projects, there is always some kind of ‘take home’
experience for the secondary viewer (i.e. those of us who weren’t there, who look
at projects after they have ended). This is not a question of making nice
‘documentation’ for the work … but rather enabling adequate modes of
communication—be this video, exhibition, narrative, text anthologies or reperformance—that allow subsequent viewers to experience and engage with the
ideas that these projects put forward.22
For complex experiences like those presented in Icarus Container, Shibboleth and The
Garden of Good and Evil, each viewer must invest time to fully navigate the space and
confront its mediated conditions; in addition, time also allows for the transformation of
ephemeral exhibitions into conceptual and documented events, which, as Bishop describes,
continue to generate and disseminate meaning through video, image or text
documentations. While firsthand experience is always crucial for installation art, the shift
from present perception to future communication affords both plurality and possibility.23
Temporality complicates the simple historicization or periodization of poignant issues as

21

Levinson and Alperson, categories (13) and (14)
Madeline Eschenburg, “Artificial Hells: A Conversation with Claire Bishop,” Historical Presence in
Visual Culture: Contemporaneity, v3.n1, 2014, 176
23
The role of documentation in preserving or altering meaning has been debated; for example, Brian
O’Doherty wrote that “Avant-garde gestures have two audiences: one which was there and one —most of us
—which wasn’t … Memory completes the work years later. The original audience is, then, in advance of
itself. We from a distance know better. The photographs of the event restore to us the original moment, but
with much ambiguity.” Brian O’Doherty, “The Gallery as A Gesture,” Artforum, Dec 1981, 27
22
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matters of the past; it subjects any individual experience to a critical, time-conscious
continuity. Furthermore, time serves as an active component of the creative vision (along
with the role of the viewer, like Kaprow proposes) to “complete” the work; it allows for
the careful evaluation of past, present, and future implications.
Therefore, the concept of temporality allows for the interpretation of these
installation works through their multiple levels of temporal existences—firstly, the
individual encounter of the work through space-time confrontations; secondly, the duration
of the exhibition as a chronologically fixed and ephemeral event; and lastly, the works’
significance in their recorded presence in time as history. In the context of this essay’s
discussion on movement, more specifically, temporality leads to the larger discussion on
how mobility’s contradictions can be exposed and critiqued through the varying iterations
and evocations of time. Not only does temporality establish an acute awareness of the
experience at the moment of conception and presentation, it also highlights the transhistorical continuity of movement in such contested spaces. The three installations are
powerful case studies into exploring how time embodies the unending and cyclical nature
of human movements, while also exposing mobility’s entanglement in the larger system
and fraught legacy of impeded movements.
The first layer of temporality is understood as the time embodied viewers spend in
an installation space, during which one’s given spatial-temporal conditions are directly
manipulated or complicated to convey meaning. While each viewer might move through
the space at difference pace, how they move and the temporal duration of movement
constitutes a fundamental part of the work’s intentionality. This direct temporal encounter
of the work is therefore measured through the formal qualities of installation design, which
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shape, mediate and designate experiences to make visible the limitations of spatial
movement. 24 In some cases, the disorientating, immersive design deliberately blurs the
progression of time through an obfuscation of movement’s linearity; in other works, time
is imagined through an extended act of searching and finding. The deliberately drawn out
and complex process of navigating their mediated spaces therefore establish mobility as
requiring attention, effort, and caution. Experiential temporality is thus a central way of
interacting with and interpreting the installation space on an individual level.
Installed in the Turbine Hall on Cockatoo Island, Icarus Container by Yanagi
Yukinori engages with time through the installation’s labyrinthine and endlessly
compounding interior. Measuring more than 100 meters in length, the serpentine maze
guides the participant’s body through the dark chambers of shipping containers while the
mirrors, sound and video distort one’s spatial perception. Time is one key element within
the installation’s larger emphasis on sensory dislocation; the viewer is subjected to the
effects of getting lost, both physically and in terms of their temporal perception. Mazes, by
design, are solved through the passage of time, and this effect is intensified as the artist
obfuscates and de-rationalizes the space. As viewers enter the maze, the space
continuously turns and twists upon itself. At times, the chain of reflections opens up an
oculus to the sky or halts one’s steps suddenly by dropping down into an abyss. Indeed,
Icarus is not a space to passively wander or hastily rush over; Yanagi instead orchestrates
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deliberate pauses and sharp interruptions. Delicate lines of poetry by Yukio Mishima are
etched into the mirrors, drawing the viewer closer and tempting them to examine the
inscription up close—yet as they approach, they observe their own reflections set within
the claustrophobic, seemingly endless labyrinth. The psychic intensity of the tortuous maze
is amplified through the intentionally drawn-out mode of movement; as one viewer
observed, the installation “draw[s] us into the artist’s headspace and challenge[s] us to step
outside our comfortable daily routine.”25
Doris Salcedo also utilizes prolonged, time-specific interaction in Shibboleth, in
which embedded fencing and hand-carved surfaces draw viewers’ eyes downwards into the
fractured ground. Beginning at one end of the Tate Modern’s Turbine Hall entrance, the
installation starts as a hairline crack that widens, bifurcates and deepens, until eventually
splintering the entire floor open. As visitors bend, kneel and pore over the crack—one even
sticking their head inside—time becomes crucial for sustaining attention and provoking a
physical relation to the shattered surface. One visitor to Shibboleth wrote that “you move
slowly because you’re looking down as you walk … maybe you’ll need to sit or lie down
on the crack itself.”26 The crevice’s interiors are filled with mesh links and cement, cast
after a rockface and sculpted with dental tools, further drawing attention to the materiality
of its creation. 27 For the viewers, an act of carefully following and tracing along
Shibboleth from one end of the Turbine Hall to its destination is thus likened to a
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procession, a particular type of movement sustained by time. Curator Achim BorchardtHume aptly observes that Shibboleth shifts from plainly visible to hidden from sight,
obscured by the Turbine Hall’s eastern glass walls, therefore requiring visitors “to commit
the time it takes to talk its 150-meter length” in order to gain full access.28
Guiding the viewer through the Yorkshire Sculpture Park, Alfredo Jaar likewise
calls upon the act of discovery and active searching. Within The Garden of Good and Evil,
his nine metallic cells are initially concealed by the presence of luscious plants and foliage.
Drawing from the plant life local to the region, the planters—Black Pine, Scots Pine, Yew,
Holly, White Pine and Western Red Cedar—are meticulously arranged in five rows and
compose an orderly matrix, in which cells appear intentionally hidden from view. During
the course of the exhibition, viewers are encouraged to search within this plant-matrix and
enter into the individual cells, now imagining their own bodies as constrained and
detained. While the polished, Minimalist looking cages were explicit reference to CIA
black sites used to detain persons of interest around the globe, this information, too, is not
made immediately visible and thus requires time and contemplation to process. In its now
permanent location, The Garden of Good and Evil furthers this relationship to time through
the inclusion of organic processes. As Thomas Bolger of Port Magazine recounted, time is
emphasized through the “variety of colouring” of cells changing with the seasons, some
with “rust matching fallen leaves” while other cells retained “their polished lustre”—the
viewer is thus reminded of time through the lens of organic decay and rustication.29
Therefore, none of the three works can be viewed or fully understood from a single or
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static vantage point—they each require time, effort, and commitment to embark on this
constructed journey as well as careful mediation during its procession. The introduction of
a temporal dimension thus allows for sustained, continuous movements in these spaces,
remaining on our minds as something to return to, to cautiously navigate and selfconsciously take in.
A second level of temporality is revealed once the exhibition of the installation,
through its limited duration, becomes considered as a chronologically specific event
shaped by external systems.30 Here, the entirety of the exhibition becomes noteworthy as a
distinct mode of presentation that crucially involves time and mobility. Through their
timed existence, the pre-determined timeframe of a work’s display extends beyond a
neutral fact; it instead exposes dominant systems of movement and control implicit
through the formations of ephemeral exhibitions themselves. As Craig McDaniel and Jean
Robertson have observed, international exhibitions and biennials function under the larger
network of global economy; “international art fairs and biennial and triennial international
contemporary survey exhibitions have proliferated … Geographic mobility has become
important, and artists, gallery dealers, critics, and collectors who have the resources to
participate in international events increase their visibility and influence.”31 Indeed, any
major exhibition becomes automatically embedded into a larger calendar of biennial
schedules, art world events, seasonal cycles and consumer flows—exhibitions do not
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simply happen, but are instead created and moved around, externally orchestrated by
invisible systems of capital and power.
Icarus Container, for example, engenders comparisons to international networks of
distribution through its chronologically specific placement at the Sydney Biennale. That
the Biennale, which ran from March to June in 2018, was an ephemeral event indicates that
the installation existed under a specific discursive context (I will take up the significance of
Sydney and the Cockatoo Island later with regards to site specificity). Yanagi’s installation
at Sydney can be linked to the artist’s earlier series on Ant Farm, which casts colonies of
harvester ants migrating between plexiglass units that are filled with colored sand. These
individual units depict national flags or international symbols of currencies. Ant Farm, like
Icarus, is a work realized through the timed duration of an exhibition. The ants naturally
move throughout the plastic tubes, mixing and eroding national symbols through organic
entropy, traveling from nation to nation “like refugees, tourists, explorers, and
emissaries.”32 Now magnified in dimension, Icarus replaced ants as idealized surrogates
with the embodied, human-centered participation. If Ant Farm creates an opportunity for
viewers on the outside looking in, observing a microcosm of our own geopolitical
ecosystem, Icarus forcefully embodies the alienating sensations of moving and being
forced to move within the system itself. As commentary on the systemic process, Yanagi’s
installation thus relies on temporal progression to complete, transform, and make visible
this collective participation in global mobility. The installation calls upon the entire course
of its display—the Biennale—as a conceptual performance of orchestrated mobility. At the
same time, the biennial model’s impermanence as well as troubling ties to global
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neoliberalism and capitalist expansion33 expose the inherent contradictions of such an
event. Yanagi’s work thus provides a poignant reenactment of not only systems
dominating physical movements, but also the invisible channels of capital and power
regulating exhibitions as well.
Finally, the installations’ continued signification into the present suggests a third
level of temporality that concerns the role of recorded time, as a process that extends into
the present and consciously comments on the work’s own history.34 Culminating on
viewers’ individual experiences as well as the course of exhibition display, the works
further their discursive potential by boldly inserting themselves into a temporal and
historical continuum. After their completions, the works thus become not only evocative of
time, but also self-referentially about time. Their temporal continuation speaks to the
enduring pain and sustaining memory of the narratives represented, while also maintaining
an evolving contemporary urgency on issues of history and historiography. Leaving behind
traces after their physical “end point,” such works insist that movement is neither free nor
without reverberations into a present transformed by the past. This effect is additionally
magnified by the recurring movement within their former spaces, actively regenerating
discussions about past, present, and future mobilities.
Shibboleth, in this way, invites consideration of time as a marker of memorial and
memory. The floor-length fissure of the installation was filled in by the Tate after the
exhibition, but intentionally leaving behind a visible scar and gnarly wound across the
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Turbine Hall’s floor. Speaking to an enduring experience of pain and trauma, Shibboleth
post-completion asserts its place in time as refusing to be neglected or forgotten. The
Turbine Hall remains a highly trafficked space for international visitors, artists and
artworks; large groups of people will continue to step on and walk over the sutured wound,
thus showcasing another kind of sustained movement on the site of an ephemeral work of
art. Those who recognize and reflect on the presence of the filled-in crack engage in a
dialogue with the passage of time and the resounding legacy of Salcedo’s work. Shibboleth
is thus able to continuously situate any moving body within this narrative of movement,
where future generations operate on top of the ruins of anonymous, disembodied voices.
Eyal Weizman describes the installation’s impact as a process of unending fracture, in
which “the crack in its floor signals the beginning of a further process of ruination … the
crack now running through its floor might be just one stage in a process of unfolding
consequences of destruction beyond control.”35 Shibboleth thus becomes the irreversible
identifier for a still very much relevant and ongoing process. This palimpsest existence of
Salcedo’s shattered ground serves as a cautionary signal for future visitors, in reminding
them that movement is in fact neither stable nor without consequences.
At the Yorkshire Sculpture Park, Alfredo Jaar’s steel cells in The Garden of Good
and Evil were re-incorporated into the Park’s expansive park grounds. Gradually merging
with and embedded into the lush woodland, the metallic cages become buried under foliage
or half-submerged in a lake like a postapocalyptic relic. The Garden evokes temporal
continuity through organic change and gradual transformation over the passage of time.
Unlike Yanagi’s direct embodiment of systems or Salcedo’s evocation of an ongoing
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schism, Jaar’s Garden continues the dialogue on impeded mobility by calling attention to
its insidious aftermath. His cages and cells are scattered and abandoned, much like how the
detention sites they represent have also been incorporated into the geography of the world.
They stand as disquieting testimonials to the privations and horrors endured, waiting to be
re-examined and rediscovered by unsuspecting visitors to the park grounds. The permanent
installation’s settling into Wakefield’s idyllic, beautiful landscape thus silently comments
on, while also cautioning against, society’s collective tendency to ‘naturalize’ these
horrific accounts and gradually erase their original context. As testimonial to limits of
individual freedom, Jaar’s installation therefore invites viewers to reflect on the lasting
reverberations of a history of politicized and penalized movements. The Garden embodies
an ongoing quest to fully see, acknowledge, and reckon with the crimes and cruelties
hidden under an alluring yet misleading façade.

Site Specificity and Histories of Power

Expanding the space beyond gallery walls and existing in unique social, political, and
environmental contexts, installation works have always been inextricably tied to their sites.
As a strategy for issuing institutional critique, contemporary artists have productively
engaged the function of site in order to implicate larger systems of value production. In
specific reference to the Western museum model, for example, conceptual artist Daniel
Buren claimed in 1973 that “whether the place in which the work is shown imprints and
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marks this work, whatever it may be, or whether the work itself is directly—consciously or
not—produced for the Museum, any work presented in that framework, if it does not
explicitly examine the influence of the framework upon itself, falls into the illusion of selfsufficiency—or idealism.”36 Buren’s call for self-reflexive critique represents installation
art’s desires to push back against institutional influences. Art historians, similarly, have
tied site-specificity to the larger framework that surrounds the making of a work’s
meaning. The impulse to deconstruct and decode the framework (which can encompass the
studio, the art market, the gallery, art criticism, and art history), Miwon Kwon points out,
is to “reveal the ways in which institutions mold art’s meaning to modulate its cultural and
economic value” and “[make] apparent their imbricated relationship to the broader
socioeconomic and political process of the day.”37 The criticality of installation art is thus a
powerful device artists employ to problematize the social, economic, and political
structures that uphold yet also profit from its very own creation.
The issue of site-specificity is especially poignant for contemporary artists who
seek to expand and complicate the meanings of site beyond limited references to its socalled origins in Western-centered modernism;38 as Erika Suderburg suggests, current
scholarship has striven to instead expand methodologies of “siting,” in order to address
intersectional issues of class, sexuality, cultural identity, race, ethnicity and gender.39
Therefore, the legacy of site specificity is significant both for its roots within institutional
critique—to unpack institutional practices of making and exhibiting art—and for
36
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contemporary art and art history interrogating and disrupting previously existing
definitions of sites. Alternative ways of understanding sites thus emerge. For example,
Hans Ulrich Obrist coined the notion of museums as “laboratories” that embrace
contradictions and instead “[are] about leaving the museum, [are] against the museum.”40
James Meyer proposes the presence of a “functional site” in addition to the “literal site,”41
while Kwon additionally sees sites as structured “(inter)textually rather than spatially,”
existing both as a physical location and through a discursive vector.42 These alternative
modes of interpreting sites establishes how site can be transgressible and fluid, not limited
or tied to a singular location, an institutional entity, or a geographical region.
In the works of Yanagi, Jaar and Salcedo, their installations thus engage equally
with the history of institutions, the physical environment, as well as larger discursive
tropes associated with distinct types of spaces. Their use of site specificity further demands
geographical, social-historical and ideological contextualization, as contemporary
installation art continues to push back against the “autonomy” or “purity” of modernist
idealism devoid of any connections to reality. The three works’ modes of commission,
creation, and contextualization engender an active appropriation and criticism of
institutional operations and economic, political, capitalist domination, especially outlining
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the systems of spatialized inequalities as well as their given sites’ established conventions
and historical role in policing movement.
On the level of conception and creation, Yanagi Yukinori’s Icarus Container made
the conscious choice to appropriate a historically and locally significant object—the
shipping container. Although Icarus Container was a third rendition of a long-term motif
investigated by the artist, the Sydney iteration was in fact the only instance in which the
shipping containers were used to construct Yanagi’s industrial labyrinths. The first version
was presented in 2008 through the series Hero Dry Cell, set in the ruins of an abandoned
copper refinery on the island of Inujima, which introduced the artist’s system of mirrors set
up at 45 degrees-angle along a zigzagging corridor.43 A second configuration of the project
from his 2016 retrospective at BankART 1929 featured an ambitious expansion, taking the
form of intricately linked steel chambers, filled with mirrors, film and sound elements,
sprawling and meandering in a serpentine form. However, it is worth noting that the
original version of Icarus, set on the remote island, was installed as part of the artist’s
deliberate project away from the Western, capital-driven mode of artmaking. Yanagi
wrote: “intuitively, I decided to leave New York to return to Japan just before the 9.11.
Perhaps, this was due to the fact that I no longer wished to dance in the midst of globalism
fueled by capitalism … Located on the periphery rather than in the centre, set admist the
Japanese archipelago on the fringes of the Eurasian landmass, it was here, with the sea all
around me, that I wanted to create something.”44 In 2018, however, the work becomes
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recontextualized in Sydney, and Yanagi in turn chose the shipping containers as a now
explicit, conspicuous reference to the operations of capital-driven biennial culture.
The intentional repurposing of shipping containers, therefore, was highly sitespecific and worthy of scrutiny, as the Biennale venue had been converted from a former
shipyard, built on top of a penal colony for Australia’s earliest immigrant convicts.45
Research by historical criminologist Katherine Roscoe shows that significant amount of
early convicts since 1839 were Chinese immigrants (working as indentured laborers),
Black or Asian sailors, as well as Aboriginal Australians arrested for resisting European
colonization.46 While not necessarily forgotten, this unsavory aspect of Australia’s past
seems comfortably shrouded away from the public consciousness; the Cockatoo Island is
better advertised nowadays for boutique hotels (fashioned out of the same containers),
haunted ghost tours, or filming sites for glamorous Hollywood productions.47 Yet Icarus
Container defies easy commodification as yet another form of innocuous capitalist and
cultural consumption. Above all, the work is primarily concerned with the perilous nature
of movement, placing the viewer’s body in disequilibrium, thus critically harkening back
to the locale as a place for constrained and contested mobility. Curator of the Biennale,
Mami Kataoka, reinforces the intentionality of the work as an intentional exegesis on
Australian national history; in her theme of “Superposition,” Kataoka attempts to
underscore political and institutional legacy—“the island was a convict settlement before
becoming a major shipyard, [the works] allude to this idea of forced migration and
45
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mandatory detention.”48 Far from a casual stroll, therefore, Yanagi’s installation is
designed to incite discomfort and initiate conversation. The Sydney Biennale, attracting
over 850,000 visitors, thus allowed for the largest wave of human traffic through the
channels of Icarus, with visitors crossing boundaries and performing mobility en masse,
which mirrors the island’s own checkered past in policing movement.
At the same time, the Biennale of Sydney itself occupies a complicated position
within the larger rise of global biennial culture. Sydney, which belonged to the second
wave of international biennials beyond the centers of North Atlantic hegemony and the
polarity of East versus West, sought to usher in dialogue to function in “an age of three
worlds” instead of simply two.49 Charles Green and Anthony Gardner provide an in-depth
analysis into the early struggles of the Sydney Biennale to fully establish itself on the
international map, negotiating influences from local artists and creatives as well as from
the global public. Although Sydney tried to assert its position as uniquely posited between
the Pacific Rim and Europe-North America, Green and Gardner note that “the global did
not actually need to come to Australia … Conspiratorial though it sounds, the EuroAmerican center just did not need to conduct a dialogue with the provincial even after the
former’s initially grudging but by 1979 increasingly avid admission of the international
and the global.”50 Instead, the Sydney art scene often faced issues with funding, inability to
rid itself of its primary Euro-American focus, thus locked in the awkward “import/export
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niche,” bringing in established artists form the North Atlantic and “attempting to host a
dialogue with that military-industrial complex,” thus put into a particularly passive role.51
By 2018, the budget had been so strained that, despite the Biennale’s scale and prestige,
the organizers did not publish a physical catalogue—a less comprehensive online version
was released instead. Therefore, the Sydney Biennale as an institution that long struggled
in the shadow of its Northern peers and relied heavily on European and American loans
brings additional poignancy to the iconography of the shipping containers, as transporting
goods and cultural influence to cater to the Western-dominated centers of consumption.
For Doris Salcedo, her project proposal for Shibboleth likewise makes explicit
references to institutional history, recognizing the Tate Turbine Hall as an inherently
privileged institutional space which she aims to split open and unearth. Salcedo insists that
her work “addresses the w(hole) in history that marks the bottomless difference that
separates whites from non-whites … Shibboleth is an attempt to address the section of
humankind that has been left out of the history of modernity, and kept at the margin of
high Western culture.”52 By utilizing her installation to highlight both a history of racism
and the exclusion of minorities from Western-dominated high art, Salcedo is effectively
calling out both the Tate as well as capitalist society’s culpability in creating earthshattering divisions. However, as with the case of the Biennale of Sydney, economics often
come into play even as museum spaces embrace the criticality of contemporary art.
Salcedo’s claim was met with a certain degree of unease; the Tate’s Director shyly
characterizes the museum’s position as “to look towards the future we need to face the
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past.”53 The Chief Executive of Unilever, the multinational conglomerate that sponsored
Salcedo’s project, commended the artist on her ability to “see the world differently” and
“reflect on the boundaries,” all the while conveniently co-opting Salcedo’s poignant
message into a corporate vision to “make people feel good, look good and get more out of
life.”54 This feel-good statement indeed rings ironically contradictory to Salcedo’s
insistence on “absolute indifference. No cultural ornament attenuates the desolation and
destitution it is addressing.”55 The disparity in tone between the three statements thus
highlights the tensions of site and institutional critique—the radical vision is juggled
between institution, the commissioning body, and funding agencies.
Through literally splintering and fracturing the ground, Shibboleth effectively
carves out and calls attention to the “negative space”—namely, who and what is not
present or not seen. One also wonders, by extension, who has access to the space and what
movement is deemed acceptable. Furthermore, the labor-intensive and handcrafted quality
makes apparent the man-made nature of Salcedo’s schism, as something that has been
deliberately constructed and put into place by brute force. It is indeed a subtle, but by no
means simple, double entendre on the making of spaces and their inherent modes of
exclusion. Not only does the Tate occupy a central position in the canon of Westernsanctioned modernism and art history,56 Salcedo’s crack deconstructs and exposes the
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fantasy of post-war, modernizing London itself. Weizman refers to the work as “a counterarcheology of the building and the history to which it is networked.”57 The museum was
originally the Bankside Power Station, built in 1947 during the time of the British
decolonization, a period marked by massive labor-migration flows from former colonies,
which created “the new multicultural, multiracial metropolis [that] inaugurated new forms
of social exclusion and racial conflict.”58 Nowadays the Tate Modern is located on the
brink of two ends of London society, poised between the wealthy elite North side of the
Thames and the ‘lesser’ South side (historically home to many low in-come and immigrant
communities which has been increasingly gentrified), a site that critic Achim BorchardtHume called London’s own “historico-geographical shibboleth.”59 The audience is thus
encouraged to reckon with their own place in this history of privileged erasure, present in
the increasing gentrification of the area brought by the museum and its incoming visitors.
For Alfredo Jaar, site specificity became his means to reinsert the human presence
back into the museum space, as a deliberate subversion of earlier minimalist traditions:
“how is it possible that in the most turbulent decade of my generation … the art world was
embracing the minimalist forms that were completely devoid of what was happening? … I
would like to revisit minimalism and bring back the missing content.”60 Jaar thus
appropriates the Yorkshire Sculpture Park, an English landscape that is distinctively not a
typical White Cube gallery space and which automatically embodies a set of social,
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economic and cultural associations. In Jaar’s work, this poignant examination of history is
combined with cultural-nationalistic ideals embodied by particular geographies. Jaar
capitalizes on site-specificity to call into question England’s national identity through a
perversion of a long-standing Romanticism. The site of the Yorkshire Sculpture Park and
the visible nods to British landscape tradition seem at odds with the uncensored depictions
of inhumanity and trauma—something that is beautiful and natural juxtaposed with
something that is violently unnatural. A space that has traditionally been associated with
joy and pleasure is now rife with dark reckonings, and makes apparent the issues implicit
within the guise of British aesthetic culture. Art historian Jon Bird points out the role of
landscapes as an age-old symbol of national identity in England, noting that from daily
advertisement to political propaganda, landscape has always been synonymous with
“discourses of heritage, tradition, and the ‘past’ … particularly at times of national crises—
from war to Brexit.”61 In particular, the bucolic English garden, both visual and literary, is
historically tied to Britain’s imperial past in constructing an ideal of the “deep England” as
famously penned by the cultural historian Patrick Wright.62 This idealized, utopian society
is nostalgic and evocative of conservative values and aristocratic fantasies. At the same
time, as Susan Stewart has pointed out, the garden embodies essentially a construction of
power— “the garden thereby is linked to other means of ordering life: codifying and
ritualizing social time and space and creating political orders and social hierarchies.”63
While the garden seems to promise pastoral retreat, it also relies on articulated borders and
the manual imposition of order.
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In addition, Jaar’s work is not only a critique of the past; the U.K. has contributed
to current, global phenomena of economic inequality and colonial exploitations. British
involvement in the operations of black sites, which Jaar’s ten cells overtly reference, is also
called into question and forcefully critiqued. Clare Lilley, Director of the Yorkshire
Sculpture Park, admits that the nation is indeed complicit in this atrocity through a British
territory in the Indian Ocean, allegedly used to house or transport prisoners to other black
sites worldwide.64 The Garden of Good and Evil poignantly functions as a contemporary
Et in Arcadia Ego—famously interpreted by Erwin Panofsky as “Death is even in Arcadia
(a present happiness menaced by death),”65 Poussin’s depiction of an idyllic utopia is
marred by the constant reminder of mortality. Within Jarr’s garden, one cannot hide from
the presence of pain, trauma, sufferings, and gruesome realities of our increasingly
polarized world. The installation therefore exposes as false the assumptions of freedom,
temporary escapism or leisurely retreat the Yorkshire Sculpture Park seems to promise.
Icarus, Shibboleth, and The Garden take place in and concern the history of three
very different sites—yet despite their geographical or locational differences, the three
installations can nonetheless be compared “intertextually.” Indeed, the three works sharply
comment on the histories and characteristics of their sites, but are at the same time much
more than just about the sites. Kwon again observes that social, institutional, and
discursive readings of site specificity can expand the possibilities of site in conceptual
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terms; she argues that “the possibilities to conceive the site as something more than a
place—as repressed ethnic history, a political cause, a disenfranchised group—is a
crucial conceptual leap in redefining the “public” role of art and artists.”66 For one, all
three sites have historically participated in restricting the freedom of racial, cultural,
political, and socio-economic minorities. At the same time, examining the three artists’
desire for institutional critique reveals that, at the heart of their confrontations, Westerndriven capitalist and industrial expansion have institutionalized such spatialized inequities.
Indeed, it is not a coincidence that all three locations were at one point or another heavily
industrialized; both the Sydney venue and the Tate Turbine Hall were converted from
former industrial complexes and their locations are now being increasingly gentrified. The
Yorkshire Sculpture Park itself was never an industrial site, but is situated in the larger
grounds of Bretton Hall, which had a prominent coal and lead mining operation in the 19th
century that supplied its wealth.67 The post-colonial, post-industrial history of “Global
Power” thus underlies the systems of capital and control. The use of site specificity allows
for a poignant reckoning with established systems of power, and further demonstrates the
three works’ collective stance as a critique on fraught movement and privileged spaces.

Language, Symbols, and Codes
The definition of installation art as an all-encompassing, spatially oriented and threedimensional art form seems to welcome an assumption of universality; “the installation
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vision of the world is a magic crystal,” critic Victor Tupitsyn said, “in which everything
can be surveyed.”68 Indeed, for audiences who frequent biennials or international
blockbuster exhibitions, their own movement in a space is often perceived as neutral
instead of as a culturally, racially or politically instituted action. Yet the works by Yanagi,
Salcedo and Jaar complicate such assumptions around accessibility and openness by
deliberately emphasizing difference. As works that are not only based on but also
explicitly about movement, Icarus, The Garden and Shibboleth employ a series of
linguistic, literary, and symbolic references to situate mobility within a larger intellectual
discourse and ideological framework. This point becomes ever more poignant as the works
are transplanted from the artists’ intensely personal contexts into the Anglo-American
linguistic and cultural sphere of spectatorship. While participants all inhabit and move
within the same space, one’s understanding and perception of movement is largely defined
by their ability, or rather lack thereof, to comprehend the entirety of a work’s meaning.
While some references draw from familiar tales readily accessible to a majority of
audience, others are by design elusive and not easily comprehensible.
In this way, the medium of installation thus takes on a form of “relational
antagonism,” which is defined by Claire Bishop as oppositional to the “togetherness” that
is often emphasized in relational aesthetics, and instead creating a “pointed
racial/economic non-identification: ‘this is not me.’”69 Not only does an audience’s
interpretation of the work differ according to the extent of which a particular set of
knowledge can be accessible, but also, by extension, how movement tends to be viewed
according to their personal contexts. These three works therefore highlight what happens
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when assumed neutrality becomes disrupted and problematized. Though individual
interpretations of the installation work can vary, a viewer’s capacity for understanding
these three works’ particular critiques on mobility is ultimately shaped by their access to
cultural meanings, sharing of particular identities, or intimate experiences as spatialized
minorities.
Therefore, it is important to establish that the works are in essence very much about
the nature of movement. While many installations may share concerns of spatial
experience and audience interaction, here, Icarus, Shibboleth and The Garden firmly signal
their focus on human mobility and its inherent limitations first and foremost through their
titles. Yanagi’s Icarus alludes to the ancient myth of Icarus and Daedalus, of creators
imprisoned by and attempting to flee from their own creations; the young Icarus fell victim
to his hubris and plummeted into a tragic death, thus drawing on the larger tragedy of
human ambition and progress. The story of Icarus is notably one of a thwarted journey,
failing to recognize and heed the perils both external and internal when in flight. The
Garden adds a conscious nod to art historical narratives, in particular Hieronymus Bosch’s
Garden of Earthly Delights. Bosch’s Northern Renaissance depiction exposes a perverted
Eden and critically comments on the fragility and falsehood of human desires—the
Boschian image is as much about pleasure as it is about conflict and chaos.70 It is also
men’s precise expulsion from Eden that Jaar brings into juxtaposition with contemporary
human movement. Most explicit is perhaps Shibboleth’s title that speaks to division and
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separation, in which small differences can lead to monumental consequences in the process
of sorting in-groups and out-groups. In the biblical text, “forty and two thousand”
Ephraimites were slain on their passage across the river Jordan as a result of being labeled
‘the other.’71 Shibboleths continue to be reimagined across cultures, used as identification
tests in countless other historical and modern episodes, as instruments of semiotics and
boundary maintenance and surveillance.72 As the viewer enters the installation, these titles
therefore already imbue the works with symbolic significance. Indeed, all three stories
refer to grand narratives that automatically occupy a level of familiarity and status within
Western civilization and cultural traditions—they are “master narratives” that have been
ingrained and assimilated into the Western public consciousness.
However, as theorists such as Jean-François Lyotard have proposed, the meanings
and immutability of master narratives and metanarratives become increasingly challenged
and destabilized in the contemporary context.73 These canonical frames of references are
invoked in order to be further destabilized and problematized by juxtaposing familiar tales
with contemporary global issues. In each of the three installations, the context and content
of these master narratives are further transformed and expanded through the inclusion of
lesser-known sources with new interpretative potentials. By pushing familiar narratives
beyond the canonical Western framework, artists therefore embrace the “pluriversality” of
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knowledge, as Walter D. Mignolo suggests, actively countering the claims of universality
and thus de-colonizing knowledge “through an epistemic shift.”74 Notably, all three artists
make overt references to modern and contemporary poetry which builds on the themes
outlined by their title, now introducing a layer of historical specificity, intimate pain, and
cultural potency rooted in postcolonial history.75 The inclusion of these sources either
impede the Western-dominant audience base from fully grasping their works’ nuances,
thereby denying of one’s free access to meaning, or in turn pushes forward a decentering
of knowledge76 for the viewer to think beyond their own familiar and privileged contexts.
The inclusion of lesser-known sources originates from the artist’s insistence on a
non-Western frame of reference. Yanagi Yukinori’s allusion to Yukio Mishima, an
outspoken critic against Westernization and postwar Japanese ideology, is part of the
artist’s ongoing preoccupation with cultural-literary legacy in Japan post World War II.
Mishima’s autobiographical poem was written through the author’s imagined voice as a
modern Icarus. Selected from the epilogue to his book Sun and Steel (1968), the passage
draws on bodily limitations, physical sufferings and corporeal anxieties for a poet fixated
on his declining health.77 Inspired by his experience on board the aircraft F104, Mishima’s
Icarus ascends in supersonic jets instead of wax and feather wings, mirroring the youth’s
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fall and tragic death in the poet’s own failed political quest.78 The poem begins with the
poet pondering if he, too, belongs in the heavens. Yet Mishima’s yearning for
transcendence and glory are thwarted by a sobering resignation, when towards the end he
concludes that to fall and to fail is the natural order. The poem thus provides a striking
soliloquy about the anxieties, and ultimate tragedy, of human belonging:
That Nature might bring home to me
That to fall, not to fly, is in the order of things,
More natural by far than that imponderable passion?
Is the blue of the sky then a dream? (Mishima, 1968)
The figure of Mishima has previously inspired Yanagi’s other major projects,
including a reconstruction of the poet’s abandoned house on the island of Inujima; for
Yanagi, this project is thus a reexamination of Japan’s narrative of modernization set in the
ruins of the country’s historic past.79 However, in Sydney the context appears drastically
different; the juxtaposition of casting the struggling poet who would eventually commit
ritual suicide as a modern Icarus does not carry the shocking political subtext for the
average visitor, rather perceived as something vague and only distantly familiar. Indeed,
though the poem was written through the voice of an imagined Icarus, Mishima situated
his reference to the myth deliberately within his own historiography.80 However, the
context is further removed when the poem is translated into English in Sydney, while the
previous two versions of the installation featured the original Japanese text. Therefore, this
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inclusion of this complex work of poetry sets the work apart from just another
reimagination of a familiar tale or popular cultural motif. In a sense, the inclusion of
Mishima’s poem symbolizes a taking control of the narrative and of the artist’s own voice
in recounting this story of human hubris and limitation.
In addition to the desire to counter the Western-centric voice, the medium of poetry
can further lend poignancy and gravitas to a topic beyond speakable or representable. Like
Yanagi, Jaar and Salcedo have frequently referenced poetry in many other previous
projects; Jaar has previously cited authors such as Antonio Gramsci and Adrienne Rich in
his work, while Salcedo has found sustaining inspirations through the work of Paul
Celan.81 Their reliance on poetry suggests that language and literature plays a further role
in addressing issues such as contemporary migration, inequality, and legacies of
colonization and globalization. At the same time, these poems are complex, nuanced
expressions of human emotions and loss that can scarcely be easily summarized or
digested without an in-depth knowledge of their cultural contexts. Instead, the use of
poems can be seen as challenging the viewer’s ability to fully reach comprehension.82 As
curator Marja Sakari wrote of Alfredo Jaar’s use of poetry in his exhibition Tonight No
Poetry Will Serve, “[the poet]’s nihilistic stance on language and expression seems to
question how it can be possible to speak of things that are beyond the grasp of
comprehension … the line between what can and should be represented and that which is
impossible to represent as a narrative account of reality.”83
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Doris Salcedo, through Shibboleth, adapts the work of Romanian writer Paul Celan,
whose poem of the same name provides a poignant testimonial to memory and mourning
in the shattering aftermath of the Holocaust. The specter of absence and loss is chilling and
palpable; as Salcedo says, “in Celan’s poem he refers to permanent mourning, because
there is no way, through art, to recover the lost lives.”84 Celan’s poem comments on the
struggle for belonging, employing historical and linguistic shibboleths through loaded
terms such as “February,” “Estremadura,” and “No pasarán” related to historic events of
the Spanish Civil War.85 Drawing on the trauma of his family history, Celan begins the
poem with a sharp divide between “they” and “me,” infusing the poem with intense
emotionality. The poem aches with the destruction of one’s homeland, the weight of a
citizenship denied, intensely personal for a protagonist in exile:
Together with my stones
grown big with weeping
behind the bars,
they dragged me out into
the middle of the market,
that place
where the flag unfurls to which
I swore no kind of allegiance. (Celan, 1955)
Personal sufferings and embodied narratives of trauma are likewise evoked through
Alfredo Jaar’s source, Mahmoud Darwish’s poem One Square Metre of Prison (1986),
reproduced as wall text inside the Yorkshire Sculpture Park’s gallery. The Palestinian poet
and activist writes from his own years spent in solitary confinement and exile, which
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inspired Jaar’s recreation of prison cells that measure exactly one by one meter in scale.
While the iconography and meaning of Jaar’s metallic cages might seem overtly legible at
first glance, Jaar’s allusion to Darwish provides an additional layer of particularity and
cultural specificity that requires consideration from the viewer:
My prison cell accepts no light except into myself. Peace be unto me. Peace be unto
the sound barrier. I wrote ten poems to eulogize my freedom, here and there. I love
the particles of sky that slip through the skylight— a meter of light where horses
swim. […] I also wrote twenty satiric poems about the place in which we have no
place. My freedom is not to be as they want me to be, but to enlarge my prison cell,
and carry on my song of the door. A door is a door, yet I can walk out within me,
and so on and so forth (Darwish, 1986)
In addition to Darwish’s poem, Jaar further combines the literary reference with
extensive research into interrogation techniques and prisoner abuse at CIA detention sites,
which are scattered across the globe as part of the American War on Terror following 9/11.
The urgency of this subject is extraordinarily significant, as the exhibition at Yorkshire
Sculpture Park coincided with a shocking report in The Guardian detailing the physical
and psychological torture surfaced at an Afghan black site, published by writer and human
rights activist Larry Siems on October 9th, 2017.86 These linguistic, historical and culturalspecific reference thereby complicate and challenge the meanings beyond what their titles
would initially assume or suggest. They challenge the myth of universalizing art implicit
through the Western-centric view, instead extending agency to pluralistic publics,87 and
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insert an active social commentary and a pointedly non-Western perspective onto the
experiences of movement and freedom.
Therefore, the pluralism of the literary and linguistic codes puts into sharp focus
the question of to whom and to what extent these meanings can be accessible. Viewership
and audience demographics in these locations (Sydney, Yorkshire, London) would lead us
to think that the average viewer might not fully grasp the nuances of each reference. In
Yanagi’s case, for example, Mishima’s poems were originally reproduced in Japanese in
earlier renditions on Inujima island and in Kanagawa, while in Sydney the text was
presented in English. Salcedo’s poet, Paul Celan, whose use of German was deeply
poignant for the author as a German-speaking Jew, has also now been widely translated
into English. Mahmoud Darwish, who inspired Jaar, likewise only wrote in his native
tongue and is critically regarded as one of the most eminent writers of the Arabic language.
One thus wonders if the issue of language means that some cultural context becomes
inadvertently lost in translation or partially removed. The selection of poetry seems
intentionally cryptic, considering certain sets of viewers, as the choices do not subscribe to
conventional tenets of the Western literary canon. Even the well-read, artistically minded
viewer who frequents these spaces might not have known the works of Mishima, Celan or
Darwish or have studied the complex histories behind them. In a sense, the curation of
particular poems and literary references acts as contemporary forms of shibboleth, calling
into question the cultural, social, and linguistic lines that automatically separate or unite
groups of participants in the space. I believe this paucity, or inequality, in readily available
interpretations constitutes an essential aspect of these works; the artists deliberately
embedded multiple layers of meanings into their works for the audience to parse out,
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becoming lost, frustrated or perplexed in the process. The intertextuality of linguistic
references thus situates these installation works within the necessary framework of
pluralistic histories and embodied perspectives. They also illustrate, on a collective scale,
how meaning becomes codified and specific to distinct cultural groups and communities.
With that said, the fact that their full meaning cannot be easily accessible to the
installations’ primary Western viewership does not negate their impact or efficacy. As
Alfredo Jaar states, the installations are created with a reciprocity and mutual
communication in mind; “the intellectual involvement, the intellectual challenging of my
audience is my objective.”88 While these linguistic references limit and challenge the
authority of an all-encompassing Western gaze, I also believe that installation’s
participatory nature allows for the possibility of new meanings, even if in addition to those
originally intended by the artist. Visitors to Icarus, for example, can propose their own
connections to capitalism, nuclear energy or even climate change; some have interpreted
the experience as confronting a “cosmic void” or descending into the literal heart of the
earth.89 The Garden of Good and Evil likewise conjures resonances in diverse folklore
traditions, or maybe Grimm’s’ Fairy Tales. Lilley situates The Garden in a more diverse
and contemporary frame of references, viewing the forest as a timeless carrier of meanings
and myths, magic and menace—“from indigenous animistic beliefs and ancient fairy tales
to modern animated and horror films.”90 In a less typical anecdote, a group of Londoners
took to the site of Shibboleth and broke out into coordinated dance; this “Shibboleth flash
mob” might seem antithetical to Salcedo’s message of trauma, violence, and exclusion. Yet
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scholar Claudette Lauzon makes the case for Shibboleth as a space for vulnerability and
“an infinitely transgressible border zone.”91 According to Lauzon, the audience’s reaction
to the space invites violation to static ideas of borders, instead transforming “a wounded
space into a site for the performance of radical relationality,” which in turn broadens our
understandings of movements.92 By engaging in differentiation and transgression, as
Thomas McEvilley suggests, art can become a pluralizing force; “each western viewer who
learns how to see this work will become, in part, a new and more complex person.”93 Such
instances show how language and interpretation of given symbols can be constantly
evolving—it creates an generative, discursive event in which viewers confront unfamiliar
references, but also actively rethink and reinvent one’s definition of movement.

Conclusion
Mobility, in its most basic sense as the ability or quality of being mobile, can often seem
like a neutral term. Yet as the examples by Yanagi, Salcedo, and Jaar have shown, one’s
freedom to move in certain spaces is always associated with spatial and temporal
limitations, historical formations of power, as well as issues of relative access. It is perhaps
not a coincidence that in our contemporary vernacular, mobility is most commonly paired
with phrases like “social mobility” or “economic mobility”—the implications of power and
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privilege are therefore inescapable in constructing how people move physically or within
society at large. In the context of the global art world, more importantly, mobility becomes
further complicated as artworks, artists, and market players simultaneously operate in the
orbit of capital and geopolitical forces. Through the three case studies, we see how artists
actively use their own position within this global art system to critique its ties to darker
truths of systemic injustices and spatialized inequalities.
More than anything, this research and writing of this essay has coincided almost
perfectly with the course of the COVID-19 pandemic. With the majority of the world still
stuck in lockdown, people separated from loved ones and family, immigration processes
halted and measures of border controls more stringent than ever, we now have a much
more sobering outlook on what it means to move and how it feels when that freedom has
been taken away. Amidst outcries from pundits claiming that globalization as we know it
will cease to exist and the art market itself slowly struggling to recuperate, questioning
how mobility has come to shape our contemporary lifestyle and consciousness can be
additionally fruitful. In many ways, these three works set out to do exactly just that—to
make visible the barriers to which the majority of Western viewership had been thus far
blissfully unaware. Indeed, it is always hard to evaluate an individual artwork’s capacity to
change people or society, yet if anything, the works by Yanagi, Jaar, and Salcedo raise
awareness on critical issues that will continue to be relevant for the foreseeable future.
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Appendix A: Poems
Yukio Mishima, Icarus (1968)
From Sun and Steel, Epilogue
Originally written in Japanese94
Do I, then, belong to the heavens?
Why, if not so, should the heavens
Fix me thus with their ceaseless blue stare,
Luring me on, and my mind, higher
Ever higher, up into the sky,
Drawing me ceaselessly up
To heights far, far above the human?
Why, when balance has been strictly studied
And flight calculated with the best of reason
Till no aberrant element should, by rights, remain—
Why, still, should the lust for ascension
Seem, in itself, so close to madness?
Nothing is that can satisfy me;
Earthly novelty is too soon dulled;
I am drawn higher and higher, more unstable,
Closer and closer to the sun’s effulgence.
Why do they burn me, these rays of reason,
Why do these rays of reason destroy me?
Villages below and meandering streams
Grow tolerable as our distance grows.
Why do they plead, approve, lure me
With promise that I may love the human
If only it is seen, thus, from afar—
Although the goal could never have been love,
Nor, had it been, could I ever have
Belonged to the heavens?
I have not envied the bird its freedom
Nor have I longed for the ease of Nature,
Driven by naught save this strange yearning
For the higher, and the closer, to plunge myself
Into the deep sky’s blue, so contrary
To all organic joys, so far
From pleasures of superiority
But higher, and higher,
Dazzled, perhaps, by the dizzy incandescence
Of waxen wings.
94

Yukio Mishima, Sun and Steel, Translated by John Bester (Kodansha International, 1970), 102-104
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Or do I then
Belong, after all, to the earth?
Why, if not so, should the earth
Show such swiftness to encompass my fall?
Granting no space to think or feel,
Why did the soft, indolent earth thus
Greet me with the shock of steel plate?
Did the soft earth thus turn to steel
Only to show me my own softness?
That Nature might bring home to me
That to fall, not to fly, is in the order of things,
More natural by far than that imponderable passion?
Is the blue of the sky then a dream?
Was it devised by the earth, to which I belonged,
On account of the fleeting, white-hot intoxication
Achieved for a moment by waxen wings?
And did the heavens abet the plan to punish me?
To punish me for not believing in myself
Or for believing too much;
Too eager to know where lay my allegiance
Or vainly assuming that already I knew all;
For wanting to fly off
To the unknown
Or the known:
Both of them a single, blue speck of an idea?
Paul Celan, Shibboleth (1955)
Originally written in German95
Together with my stones
grown big with weeping
behind the bars,
they dragged me out into
the middle of the market,
that place
where the flag unfurls to which
I swore no kind of allegiance.
Flute,
double flute of night:
remember the dark
twin redness
of Vienna and Madrid.
95

Paul Celan, Paul Celan: 70 Poems, Translated by Michael Hamburger (Persea Books, 2013), 25-26
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Set your flag at half-mast,
memory.
at half-mast
today and for ever.
Heart:
here too reveal what you are,
here, in the midst of the market.
Call the shibboleth, call it out
into your alien homeland:
February. No pasarán.
Unicorn:
you know about the stones,
you know about the water,
come,
I shall lead you away
to the voices
of Estremadura.
Mahmoud Darwish, One Square Metre of Prison (1986)
From Four Personal Addresses
Originally written in Arabic96
It’s the door, and beyond it is the paradise of the heart. Our things—and everything is
ours—are interchangeable. And the door is a door, the door of metonymy, the door of
legend. A door to keep September gentle. A door that invites fields to begin their wheat.
The door has no door, yet I can go into my outside and love both what I see and what I do
not see. All of these wonders and beauty are on earth—there—and yet the door has no
door? My prison cell accepts no light except into myself. Peace be unto me. Peace be unto
the sound barrier. I wrote ten poems to eulogize my freedom, here and there. I love the
particles of sky that slip through the skylight— a meter of light where horses swim. And I
love my mother’s little things, the aroma of coffee in her dress when she opens the door of
day to her flocks of hens. I love the fields between Autumn and Winter, the children of our
prison guard, and the magazines displayed on a distant sidewalk. I also wrote twenty satiric
poems about the place in which we have no place. My freedom is not to be as they want
me to be, but to enlarge my prison cell, and carry on my song of the door. A door is a door,
yet I can walk out within me, and so on and so forth.
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Mahmoud Darwish, Unfortunately, It Was Paradise : Selected Poems, Translated and edited by Munir
Akash and Carolyn Forché, with Sinan Antoon and Amira El-Zein, (University of California Press, 2013),
179
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Appendix B: Images

Figure 1. Yanagi Yukinori, Icarus Container, 2018, Biennale of Sydney (interior view).
Photo by Toby Zerna/Newspix/Getty Images, 2018

Figure 2. Yanagi Yukinori, World Flag Ant Farm, 1990, 24.0x30.0cm (x180 pieces)
ants, colored sand, plastic boxes, plastic tubes and plastic pipes
Photo by Yanagi Studio, 2009
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Figure 3. Yanagi Yukinori, Icarus Container, 2018, Biennale of Sydney (interior view)
Photo by HeapsArt, 2018

Figure 4. Yanagi Yukinori, Icarus Container, 2018, Biennale of Sydney (exterior view)
Still from Video by Biennale of Sydney, 2018
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Figure 5. Doris Salcedo, Shibboleth, Tate Modern, 2007
Photo by Daily Photo Stream, 2012

Figure 6. Doris Salcedo, Shibboleth (Detail, interior view)
Photo by Chris Geatch, 2007
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Figure 7. Shibboleth, image with a viewer
Photo by andrej, 2007

Figure 8. Doris Salcedo, Shibboleth (Detail, filled in with concrete post-completion)
Photo by ted, 2012
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Figure 9. Alfredo Jaar, The Garden of Good and Evil, floor plan (left), installation view
(right), Yorkshire Sculpture Park, 2017
Floor plan from Yorkshire Sculpture Park, Exhibition Guide, 2017
Photo by Down by the Dougie, 2017
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Figure 10. Alfredo Jaar, The Garden of Good and Evil (installation view), Yorkshire
Sculpture Park, 2017
Photo by Margaret Carrigan, 2017

Figure 11. Alfredo Jaar, The Garden of Good and Evil (permanent installation), after 2018
Photo by Jonty Wilde, 2019
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Figure 12. Alfredo Jaar, The Garden of Good and Evil (permanent installation), 10th cage
added after 2018
Photo by Jonty Wilde, 2019
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